Abstract: This paper is concerned with comparisons across the cultures, with travel, and with the idea of the exotic. It discusses bird-pictures by a Swedish artist and by the German Expressionist Emil Nolde, and suggests two different routes to the exotic, and questions the place of travel in that experience.
For as long as humans have travelled, birds have been their companions, and the object of their envy. After all, we define birds largely according to their seemingly effortless mode of travel. From birds humans learned the will to fly, and -as the old phrases suggest ('as the crow flies') -a sense of direction. Birds have perched in the rigging of the wooden ships, sharing their own journey with the sailors. They have cheered the traveller by revealing the proximity of the nearest coast-line, much in the way that the dove returned to Noah's Ark holding the evidence that the flood had ended. Long before the extent or the goal of birds' migration was known, their ability to return each year to the same place has been seen as a celebration not only of a touchingly human sense of place, but of homecoming from a journey. In the same way, each time a bird lands, changing from a dot in the sky to a discernible species on land, that bird seems to human eyes to come home.
From the way they travel, we must recognize that the birds are pioneers of the Schengen agreement, none of the revisions of which will ever touch them. Frontiers -even 'natural' frontiers like mountains and oceans -mean nothing to the birds. They flew across the German-German border unimpeded; not for nothing did the Irish exile mercenaries call themselves the Wild Geese; and even in war-torn Afghanistan the birds ignored the lines between Taliban and other forces. 1 As Brecht nearly remarked: birds change their country more regularly than they change their feathers, or -as he did say -they can be 'driven from any place where the rains come or shots ring out' and travel on elsewhere. While the Middle Ages thought of birds as the human soul, and the dove as the Holy Spirit, Brecht saw them as signs of transience, passing with the clouds 'as they flew from one life into another'. 2 Rilke expressed some of these ideas in his Duino Elegies. Above all he sensed how what he called the 'disinheritance' of mankind from the cycles of nature is shown in our envy of the birds and their harmony with the rest of the world. Why are we not more like migrating birds, he asks, We are not whole. We do not understand like migrating birds.
Always at the wrong time and late we force ourselves abruptly onto the winds from which we fall onto an unwelcoming pond. 3 Projecting on to the birds both our human qualities and our personal deficiencies, has marked not only our artistic and literary depictions of birds but also our science, and as a result birds share fully -indeed, it seems at times as if they have initiated -the categories in which human travel is conceived. In a short essay it will not be possible to fill in all of these categories, but I would like briefly to consider two of these categories: the first the belief that one learns from travel, and the second the idea of the exotic.
Two ideas dominated the view that travel is good. The first was manifestly part of the anthropomorphism which dominated all aspects of zoology until well into the twentieth century: the idea that a bird's adaptation to another species develops itself and its species.
In eighteenth century zoology that other species was of course invariably the human species -even though experience might have taught the birds that extermination is the usual fate of those species which encounter humans, and for the Enlightenment ornithologists the contrast was between the 'stagnation' of the species when in the wild and its development when working for man. The most common examples of this belief were the dog and the horse, but birds too (notably falcons, parrots and any other species capable of imitating the human voice) featured in the theory. 4 The echoes of this idea are omnipresent in nineteenth century Germany, with the tension between the virtues of staying at home (in the words of the Psalm 37 'stay at home and feed yourself honourably' 5 ) and the lure of the world outside. Almost all Raabe's novels offer an immediate illustration of this dilemma: none more so than Stopfkuchen and Die Akten des Vogelsangs. It's the dilemma we shall return to, the tension between the near and the far. And the stagnation theory which we have identified with the first half of the century was mirrored in the second half of the century by the idea of the natural habitat which had developed in environmental zoology and was then taken over into sociological terminology (initially by Tönnies) in the form of Gemeinschaft (community) and Heimat (home). 6 The other notion was that put forward by Buffon in his great Histoire Naturelle (1749ff). Discussing the sense of territory in various species, Buffon compared the local knowledge possessed by most quadrupeds with the spatial sense which characterized birds. Most quadrupeds, he argued, know 'their' territory; they mark it out, or it is defined for them by the contours of the country they inhabit: they know one valley, one side of a river, one piece of forest. By contrast, from their elevated position the birds survey huge stretches of country, their minds have the breadth which their eyes take in: they are full of maps. Buffon was not alone in extending the generally accepted fact that it is birds' sight which is their primary sense to include all that phrases such as 'a bird's eye view' imply - If the birds' ability to travel fascinated and disquieted those who watched them, the lure of the exotic turned many artists and writers to become travellers too, and in conclusion I wish to tell the story of one such artist and to commend for consideration a painting which brings together birds and travel. 7 The picture is by Emil Nolde. 8 In a short prose piece -entitled The Silence of the Sirens, written in the winter of 1917/18 -Kafka follows through the story of Odysseus and the Sirens. We recall that the Sirens' song is so beautiful that those who hear it turn from the course they are steering through life and are lost for ever. Odysseus stuffs his and his men's ears with wax so that they should not hear it, but simply work at their oars oblivious of the temptation, while Odysseus himself binds himself to the mast, so that even if he should wish to desert ship, he cannot do so. Adorno and Horkheimer interpret the song of the Sirens as that voice of the primitive, pre-rational world (Tropenwald, in other words) which post-Enlightenment human beings are not allowed to hear, and which, should they respond to it, will cause their civilized world to collapse like a house of cards. By binding himself to the mast, however, Odysseus turns the experience of the Sirens' song into a mere aesthetic experience, by predetermining his response to the song he hopes to enjoy its without running the risk it represents. Like Nolde, surrounded by modern firearms, transported to Manu on a German gun-boat, Odysseus experiences the Sirens' song, 'like a concert'. But to this interpretation Kafka adds another element: namely, 'the weapon of the Sirens, still more terrible than their song, namely their silence'. Why should they sing if civilized travellers do not wish to hear them? Odysseus saw their beauty, but he could not hear their song, because they refused to sing. So he lied about it. 11 This is the context in which we can understand Tropenwald, especially in the footnote which Kafka's wonderful text adds to that discussion. For not only does Odysseus turn the Sirens into a concert, and Nolde produces another piece of Western art, in which it is precisely the desire to escape which prevents the escape from the world of civilization and reason: the Sirens don't sing. What might the islander have looked like if he had not had two revolvers trained upon him? How can we see otherness, when we build cages of power and knowledge round it? Why should the Sirens sing when the ears do not wish to understand. A caged bird -it used to be said -does not sing.
